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How Gender-Biased Design 
Research can Limit and
Inhibit Social Innovation
KATHERINE BARRETT
Design research is a systematic inquiry that takes 
place in the design process. This inquiry focuses on 
understanding who we are designing for (Bayazit, 2004). 
Design research is an integral part of the design process 
in creating a user-centred product. If we look at the 
current practices in design research, it misses important 
information due to a gender data bias (Criado-Perez, 
2019). Gender data bias is a gap of missing information. 
This gap comes from research lacking in ergonomic data, 
gendered statistical information, and user data. This 
gap results because women are often and routinely not 
included or considered in the design process (Criado-
Perez, 2019). It is important to close this gap to design 
for social innovation. Closing this gap entails including 
women in the design process and gathering gender-
based information that may be missing.
Leaving women out of the design process can inhibit 
and limit social innovations. For an idea to be socially 
innovative, it must not only bring together perspectives 
but also work to meet social needs and improve people’s 
lives (Saska-Crozier, 2016). If we do not include women in 
the design research process, the design will be missing an 
important perspective. Additionally, the design will not 
fully understand the needs of the user. If it does not fully 
understand the needs, how can it meet them? Meeting 
these needs and implementing socially innovative design 
is important as social innovation helps tackle wicked 
problems, problems such as resource scarcity, climate 
change, economic crisis, growing poverty, and gender 
equality. These problems are often referred to as wicked 
because of how they are seemingly impossible to address 
but have wide-reaching consequences (Peters, 2017). 
Gender equality, for example, has been cited as important 
for social and economic progress. Gender equality is
defined as the rights of different genders to have a similar 
social position and receive the same treatment (Saska-
Crozier, 2016).
Despite the importance social innovation plays in gender 
equality and the promising research in social innovation 
related to gender equality (The Young Foundation, n.d.), 
the Young Foundation has stated that it as “found a lack 
of structured systematic ways in which gender equality 
and social innovation have been enacted together” (The 
Young Foundation, n.d.). Closing this data gap will help 
create a systematic way of including gender in design 
research, thereby creating more opportunities for design 
for social innovation. To explore the implications of 
utilizing gender-biased research in a design process, 
this paper will look at the design of a clean stove for 
developing countries. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, 80% of homes use a three-stone 
stove. This creates issues as they give off toxic fumes 
and pollution and are the second biggest killer in sub-
Saharan Africa (Amegah & Jaakklola, 2016). Women are 
often exposed to these fumes for three to seven hours 
a day, often using them in their homes where there is 
little ventilation (World Health Organization, n.d.). As 
outlined by Criado-Perez (2019), many projects have 
aimed for social innovation by the creation of a clean 
stove. Many of these projects have failed as a result of this 
gender data gap. Failure in this situation is defined as a 
lack of implementation. However, one clean stove was 
successfully implemented. The key to the success of this 
design project was the inclusion of gender-based design 
research. This allowed the design researchers to close this 
data gap and aid in the creation of social innovation.
Criado-Perez (2019) details how development agencies 
have tried to implement clean stoves since the 1950s. 
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These efforts were often focused on environmental 
issues rather than the health effects on women. During 
the design process, these stoves were developed with 
little regard for women. This is because women are not 
considered as the head of households and thus missing 
from a lot of statistical information. These stoves 
increased cook time and required more attending. This 
prevented women from multi-tasking and taking care 
of their children. These stoves also needed maintenance 
that was often seen as unimportant to men who held 
the purchasing power. Additionally, wood often needed 
to be split, which was physically challenging for women 
and which their traditional stoves did not require. This 
misinformation created a gap in gender data that meant 
these stoves did not meet user needs and failed to be 
implemented (Criado-Perez, 2019).
In a contrasting example, in India in 2015, design 
researchers were also working on designing a clean stove. 
In this situation though, they incorporated women as an 
important part of the design research, since the design 
researchers understood that women were the primary 
users of stoves. Using more inclusive design research 
allowed the research to close this data gap and understand 
the challenges outlined before. This allowed them to 
design a product that did not affect the women’s cooking 
experience while also reducing wood use by 63% and 
particulate matter by 89% compared to traditional stoves 
(Climate Healers, n.d.). This implementation improved 
the health of women and met their needs. 
By looking at these two contrasting examples, it is clear 
that closing the gender data gap affects the successful 
implementation of clean stoves. Implementation is 
important as it has been found that when women adopt 
clean stoves, they have more time for social activities,
family, community engagement and reported sending 
their kids to school more (Criado-Perez, 2019). This is 
social innovation as it brings people together while also 
improving their lives. 
Gender-biased design research inhibiting social 
innovation extends beyond just a stove but to smart 
home systems, toys for kids and self-driving cars. 
Designers need to take note of and look at their design 
practices to see how they can limit the bias of their 
research. Furthermore, it is important for scientists and 
researchers to gather ergonomic, social, and economic 
data on women so designers can have access to this 
information, thereby setting a foundation to allow for 
the success of designs for social innovation that will help 
create gender equality.
“If we do not include women in the  design 
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